The Thomson optical depth τ quantifies the scattering of cosmic microwave background (CMB) photons by free electrons, and thus is an excellent probe of the Epoch of Reionization (EoR). Planck has recently presented an updated constraint of τ = 0.054 ± 0.007 from measurements of the CMB temperature and polarization angular power spectra (Planck Collaboration et al. 2018). Previously, they inferred the midpoint of the EoR to be in the range 7.8 < z < 8.8 for τ = 0.058 ± 0.012, depending on the adopted model for reionization (Planck Collaboration et al. 2016). However, the duration and the shape of the reionization history are poorly constrained using τ alone.

